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A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers

Word Count: 2086
Introduction


This essay is a critical comparison of two JSTOR papers.  The two papers chosen are Jai Pal Singh and Mumtaz Khan, 'Hindu Cosmology and the Orientation and Segregation of Social Groups in Villages in Northwestern India', Geografiska Annaler, Series B. Human Geography (1999) and Duane W. Hamacher, Robert S. Fuller and Ray P. Norris, 'Orientations of Linear Stone Arrangements in New South Wales', Australian Archaeology, (December 2012).  


In each of these papers, orientation to cardinal directions (north to south, west to east) is a common theme, the first with respect to the layout of villages in India and the second with respect to linear stone arrangements ('stone rows') in Australia however the scope of their investigations and the methods employed give rise to completely different styles of paper.
 The Authors


A number of investigations with similar themes have been carried out by the authors of both papers in their respective geographical regions.   Between 1972 and 2002, Jai Pal Singh and Mumtaz Khan (a former Associate Professor of Geography at Jamia Millia Islamia University, New Delhi,) completed several papers, with a book of their essays being published in 2002
.   Collaboration between Duane Hamacher (Associate Professor of Cultural Astronomy, University of Melbourne), Robert Fuller and Ray Norris has also produced several papers relating to Aboriginal grounds and astronomy, including an article published the following year.
 Additionally, Hamacher and Fuller have given TED (Technology, Entertainment, Design) talks and presented on YouTube.

Aims of the Research

Singh and Khan acknowledge the work of other historians and geographers who have written previous papers on Hindu cosmology and the segregation of castes but claim that 'none has treated exhaustively the directional orientation of these caste mohallas'
 [districts].  Their 
aim, therefore, is to 'find out how far the traditional built environments conform to the cosmological schema'
 which leads them to two processes.  The first process involves the
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description and evaluation of Hindu cosmology as a determining factor in Indian village layout, governing the grouping together of castes, their hierarchical segregation, and placement according to a linear plan specifically orientated to cardinal directions.  The second process aims 
to demonstrate this design influence by examining a sample of four rural villages in Northwestern India.  The authors believe that this would then challenge 'the widely held view that Indian villages lack order . . .'
 


Similarly, Hamacher, Fuller and Norris set out to discover whether the stone rows located at sites in New South Wales show a tendency to be aligned towards a particular cardinal direction.   Whilst no broader intention is described in this work, in an article published in the same journal as the paper under discussion, Hamacher refers to the lack of literature relating to research into the astronomical knowledge of Australian Aboriginal groups, despite evidence that it was used in a variety of ways.
  Hamacher, Fuller and Norris's investigation therefore contributes to that line of enquiry.
Background and context


An extensive overview of the relevant culture, history and deities of Hindu cosmology is provided by Singh and Khan, together with details of the social groups within the caste hierarchy, and their paper presents the concepts for village planning and organisation resulting from this cosmology.  In their view, 'The Hindu cosmological schema is a language that communicates the social order of the built environment.  It provides a divine model for structuring settlements.'
 Furthermore, the importance of the village is described in an article by Surinder Jodhka
, '. . . the village came to acquire the status of a primary unit representing social formation of the entire civilisation.'  Singh and Khan also describe the cosmological criteria for segregating the caste communities into specific areas dictated according to cardinal directions (although commenting that these directions may not necessarily be accurate
).  The words for 'west' and 'east' being, in many languages, derived from phrases relating to the rising or setting of the sun
 (with other roots including aspects of landscape
), the possible influence of the sky and weather within Hindu cosmology is also described.  The authors' premise that the structure of Indian villages is inextricably linked to Hindu cosmology, as appraised by them in their paper, is then examined with respect to four sample villages.  

In contrast, Hamacher, Fuller and Norris provide a brief, less descriptive, context relating to both the stone arrangements and the use of cardinal directions by Aboriginal groups and do not propose any explanation regarding their existence.  They do however cite other work regarding studies of different Aboriginal languages, which reveal a variety of words and terms 
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for cardinal directions, together with studies relating to other stone arrangements (not necessarily linear) throughout Australia, describing various uses for the stone arrangements.   
Hamacher and Norris themselves, in a separate paper, more fully describe how Aboriginal people observed and used the sky and celestial objects for possibly tens of thousands of years
. 
Methodology


A significant difference between the two papers is in how they approach their source material.  Using a more methodological approach (the value of which is also endorsed in Jodhka's article
), Singh and Khan, having, in the first part of their paper, described Hindu cosmology and culture to establish the multiple ways it affected village structure, proceed to carry out a 'case study'
 of four villages in Northwestern India.  Two sources of information are taken from the case studies, one from the use of a 'plane table' (a graphical method of survey in which the field observations and plotting are done simultaneously) recording the current locations of dwellings in each of the four villages, and the second source arising from interviews with those elders in each of the villages who were able to recall personally, or remember from information relayed to them by previous generations, the layout of their respective villages prior to expansion and development, thereby adding an ethnographic dimension to their work
.

Hamacher, Fuller and Norris, however, use a theoretical approach, selecting for their source material archaeological site cards (archived in the New South Wales Office of Environment and Heritage and on which details of individual aboriginal sites have been recorded), showing plans or drawings of the stone rows, rather than personally visiting the sites.  As their paper has more focus on objective verification, it describes in detail the criteria for selecting which site cards to include, distilling and using only 24 from the initial 643 site cards, and how the five sites to be visited on a representative level to check the accuracy of the site cards were chosen.  Having recorded the lengths and azimuth measurements for each stone row from the selected cards, they then subject their findings to a statistical analysis, using the Monte Carlo method, to determine the conclusion.  

Results and Conclusions reached


Each of the papers ratify their proposals with some reservations.  Singh and Khan claim that their investigation does demonstrate that the layout of the villages shows a 'religiously ordained order in the landscape'
, whilst, in their conclusion, they also acknowledge that '. . . the impress of Hindu cosmology on rural settlements is only partial'
.   Three of the four villages still bore the hallmark of original (up to 400 years ago) planning according to social group hierarchy, following cardinal points orientation (mainly W to E), although the expansion of the villages had blurred the effect.  The fourth village, whilst originally conforming to the 
Hindu cosmological influence as a small village 100 years ago, has subsequently, according to conversations with the village elders, had an influx of a younger generation who, it was suggested, 
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preferred to live somewhere with ease of access 'rather than the ritually high quarter'
.   Additionally, rather than Hindu cosmology, the paper offers a more practical possible rationale for certain orientation and segregation of the lower castes, in that their occupations would have 
more commonly given rise to repellent odours, for example, from tending livestock, and would therefore be accommodated in dwellings downwind of the higher-ranking people.
  


Hamacher, Fuller and Norris, having factored in an error margin, also concluded that their statistical analysis suggested that the drawings on the site maps did indicate that there was 
a predominance of the stone rows aligning with the N-S cardinal points, and, to a lesser degree, W-E, as opposed to other directions.  However, they acknowledge that the paper is a 'preliminary test'
 and that further work is required to confirm their findings.   

Evaluation of Method and Writing Style

The primary source material has been treated very differently in each paper.  While Singh and Khan's discussion of Hindu cosmology and cultural traditions covers a great deal of information with many different aspects of Hindu cosmology being considered, it is difficult to detect which points are most relevant to their argument.  In a paper incorporating a similarly wide-ranging subject
, Clarence Maloney has employed more clearly defined headings to help organise the information, giving a stronger structure which, in Singh and Khan's paper, may also have helped eliminate an occasional sense of repetition.   Their writing style includes the use of idioms ('beyond the pale')
, and, although references regarding certain statements are given, there are many passages containing detailed theory or generalisations with no source information and, when referencing the past, few time periods or dates are given.  


In Hamacher, Fuller and Norris's paper, although a clear, concise and thorough description of the processes used to evaluate the site cards was given, it may be seen as an omission that no attempt appears to have been considered to consult with anyone from the Aboriginal groups or others connected with the region who may be in possession of pertinent information which has been passed down to them to enhance their results.  As demonstrated in a similar paper by Anne Ross
, investigating a different area in Australia, this additional methodology may have proved valuable.  

Both papers cite relevant complementary work and include informative maps, diagrams and charts.  Hamacher, Fuller and Norris have additionally proffering alternative explanations for their results as well as briefly summarising why they disagree with them.  Although Singh and Khan have provided a great deal of information on the Hindu cosmology influence, there is little reference to other factors, including, for example, the possible effect of colonialism. 
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Overall Evaluation


Hamacher, Fuller and Norris have been very thorough in describing their investigation, outlining the potential issues and limitations with their reliance on the site cards for information, depending, as they did, on the accuracy of the drawings.  Although they visited five sites to detect discrepancies between the site card information and the actual measurements on site, they describe a number of unsatisfactory variables but, allowing an error adjustment factor of five degrees, they reported an indicative result from the Monte Carlo statistical results.  As they state, further enquiry is necessary and they provide details of different methods and processes which could be undertaken to do this
.  


Conversely Singh and Khan's paper is inevitably more descriptive in nature with a very broad approach and purpose.  Although the inclusion of village case studies was used to illustrate their premise, the site table surveys having produced data shown on maps and diagrams, extrapolating the results to other villages in Northwestern India is not possible due to the small sample chosen within a single region of India.  Additionally, it is difficult to establish the value of the data obtained from conversations with the elders of whom no details were given, nor, apart from the request to 'identify on a map the houses in which their forefathers had lived', the details of the questions posed.   Instead, the information on the villages given by the elders was described as 'according to oral traditions'
.   

Summary:


The authors have come from different backgrounds (geography and astronomy) and have taken very different approaches but, just by acknowledging the value of undertaking these investigations, they contribute to an understanding of the value of the importance of studies of the sky insofar as it has influenced the lives of people from pre-historic times.


The large amount of subject matter covered in Singh and Khan's work resulted in a paper with an entirely different character to that of Hamacher, Fuller and Norris, whose subject matter was contained and very clearly defined.  Whereas Hamacher, Fuller and Norris focused on the material alignment aspect almost to the exclusion of the human aspect with a quantitative approach, Singh and Kahn focused extensively on the phenomenological aspect with a qualitative approach, which may have benefitted from a more defined and restricted plan.
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